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ABSTRACT 



A digital pixel sensor is formed on a semiconductor sub- 
strate and comprises a phototransducer responsive to light 
for providing an analog output signal that is a function of an 
incident amount of light. A comparator is configured to 
compare the analog output signal and a ramp reference 
signal. A plurality of n DRAM cells are configured to store 
an at least n-bit digital signal in response to the output of the 
comparator. An array of digital pixel sensors is also dis- 
closed. 

24 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets 
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CIRCUITRY FOR CONVERTING ANALOG 

SIGNALS FROM PIXEL SENSOR TO A 
DIGITAL AND FOR STORING THE DIGITAL 
SIGNAL 



BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to solid-state image sensors. 
More particularly, the present invention relates to a frame 
store imager that converts and stores the image information 
digitally in each pixel. 

2, The Prior Art 

Frame store imagers are known in the prior art. Thus far, 
frame store imaging schemes have usually been based on 
storage of the image signal level on an intra-pixel capacitor 
as an analog voltage. 

While analog pixel sensors have been used successfully, 
they have several problems. First, leakage during readout 
limits the signal-to-noise ratio and also the maximum array 
size. Transistor scaling will decrease the size of transistor 
devices but at the expense of increased noise of numerous 
kinds. It is presently believed that pixel size will be limited 
to about 3 um by optical properties such as diffraction and 
that Moore's law will continue to apply, thus making inevi- 
table the use of more transistors per pixel. 

There have been several frame store imaging schemes that 
convert the analog image signal to a digital signal within the 
pixel. U.S. Pat. No. 5,461,425 to Fowler et al. and U.S. Pat. 
No. 5,801,657 to Fowler et al. are examples of such 
schemes. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

According to a first aspect of the present invention, a 
digital storage pixel sensor according to the present inven- 
tion includes a photodiode coupled to a reset potential 
through a reset transistor that reverse biases the photodiode. 
The photodiode is coupled to a storage capacitance through 
a transfer transistor. The storage capacitor is coupled to a 
first input of a voltage comparator. A second input of the 
voltage comparator is coupled to the analog ramp voltage 
output of a ramp generator. The ramp generator starts an 
n-bit counter at the beginning of each voltage ramp. As 
presently preferred, the n-bit counter is configured as a Gray 
code counter. 

After an exposure interval, the transfer switch turns off to 
temporarily store the analog signal at the first input to the 
comparator. When the ramp voltage passes the voltage 
established by charge accumulation in the pixel sensor, the 
comparator changes state. The comparator output writes the 
present count of the counter into an n-bit dynamic random 
access memory (DRAM) word disposed in the imager. To 
read the memory contents, the counter outputs are disabled 
and a read signal is supplied to the n-bit DRAM word. The 
counter lines then serve as output column lines for the 
imager's DRAM. 

According to a second aspect of the present invention, an 
array of digital storage pixel sensors is provided. According 
to a presently preferred embodiment, each imager in the 
array is served by the same n-bit counter and analog ramp 
voltage and the n-bit column line outputs are common to all 
digital storage pixel sensors in individual columns of the 
array and also serve as column output lines for all of the 
DRAM words in individual columns of the array. DRAM 
words in individual rows of the array are selected for output 
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by row-enable signals provided to the digital storage pixel 
sensors in individual rows of the array. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 
5 FIGURES 

FIG. 1 is a diagram of an illustrative digital storage pixel 
sensor according to the present invention. 

FIG. 2 is a timing diagram showing a first method for 
operating the digital storage pixel sensor of FIG. 1. 
10 FIG. 3 is a timing diagram showing a second method for 
operating the digital storage pixel sensor of FIG. 1. 

FIG. 4 is a block diagram showing a portion of an 
illustrative digital frame store array including a 3x3 matrix 
of digital pixel sensors according to the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF A PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT 

Persons of ordinary skill in the art will realize that the 

20 following description of the present invention is illustrative 
only and not in any way limiting. Other embodiments of the 
invention will readily suggest themselves to such skilled 
persons having the benefit of this disclosure. For example, 
the illustrative embodiments of the present invention are 

25 disclosed using all N-Channel MOS transistor switches, but 
persons of ordinary skill in the art will appreciate that other 
technologies could be employed as well. Such skilled per- 
sons will readily understand how to adjust the polarities of 
the various potentials applied to the circuits disclosed herein 

3Q to implement an embodiment of the present invention 
employing such other technologies. 

Referring first to FIG. 1, a diagram of a single digital 
storage pixel sensor 10 for a digital frame store imager 
according to the present invention is presented in block 

35 diagram form. Photodiode 12 is the photosensor of the 
digital storage pixel sensor 10 and is shown connected 
reverse biased with its anode coupled to a fixed potential 
(shown as ground) and its cathode coupled to the source of 
MOS N-Channel Reset transistor 14. The drain of MOS 

40 N-Channel Reset transistor 14 is coupled to a source of reset 
potential VR and the gate of MOS N-Channel Reset tran- 
sistor 14 is coupled to a RESET signal line. 

The cathode of photodiode 12 is also coupled to a 
temporary storage capacitor 16 through MOS N-Channel 

45 Transfer transistor 18. The gate of MOS N-Channel Transfer 
transistor 16 is coupled to a XFR signal line. Temporary 
storage capacitor 16 may be formed from the gate or 
source/drain terminal of a MOS capacitor and have a capaci- 
tance in the range of from about 1 fF to about 100 fF. 

so The digital storage mechanism utilized by the present 
invention is semiconductor memory, preferably in the form 
of dynamic random access memory (DRAM). There are 
numerous well-known and available DRAM architectures, 
and recently DRAM cells have become available from 

55 foundries as the system -on-a-chip trend in integrated circuit 
design progresses. For the purpose of this disclosure, a 
DRAM cell is a structure that stores a signal dynamically as 
a charge, through am access transistor that couples a storage 
node to an I/O node. A DRAM word is a group of DRAM 

60 cells controlled collectively to store an n-bit code. Using 
present technology, a DRAM bit occupies about 0.18 square 
microns for a 0.14 micron process (see, for example, the 
paper A. Nitayama, Y. Koyama, and K. Hieda, Future 
Directions For DRAM Memory Cell Technology, I EDM 

65 98-355 (1998)). 

In the illustrative embodiment of FIG. 1, each pixel 
resolves the photocharge voltage into 9 bits, or 1 part in 512, 
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as shown by representative DRAM cells 20-1 through 20-9. As will be readily appreciated by persons of ordinary skill 

Persons of ordinary skill in the art will appreciate that the in the art, the particular circuitry utilized in an actual 

resolution of the digital pixel sensor 10 of the present embodiment of write/read control unit 40 will be dictated by 

invention will depend on the number of bits of resolution per the nature of the DRAM cells 20-1 through 20-9. 

pixel and that resolutions other than 9 bits are contemplated 5 Accordingly, while FIG. 1 schematically shows coupling 

for use in the present invention. between write/read control 40 and the gates of the DRAM 

In the embodiment of FIG. 1, the digital data stored in the memory cell transistors 20-1 through 20-9, persons of ordi- 

digital storage pixel sensor 10 is generated by comparing in nary skill in the art will appreciate that other terminals of the 

comparator 22 the voltage stored on temporary storage DRAM cells may need to be biased for writing information 

capacitor 16 with a voltage generated by ramp generator 24, 1Q therein and will readily understand how to provide any 

As will be appreciated by persons of ordinary skill in the art, necessary voltages. After particular DRAM cells are 

ramp generator 24 may provide an output voltage that is selected for use in digital storage pixel sensors 10 according 

linear as a function of time. In addition, ramp generator 24 to the present invention, selection of particular circuitry for 

may provide an output voltage that is non-linear as a write/read control unit 40 becomes a trivial task well within 

function of time, such as a logarithmic function or other 15 the ordinary level of skill in the art. 

functions that can define the photocharge-to-output-code A simple example of circuitry suitable for use as write/ 

transfer curve of the digital pixel sensor 10 of the present read control unit 40 is a two-input CMOS NAND gate 

invention. having one of its inputs coupled to the output of comparator 

As will be disclosed herein, when the digital storage pixel 22 and its other input coupled to the row-select line. When 

sensor 10 has been reset and exposure begins, ramp gen- 20 the ramp voltage exceeds the signal voltage on capacitor 16, 

erator 24 is also reset. Counter 26 is coupled to ramp the output of comparator 22 rises, the output of NAND gate 

generator 24 and is also reset at the beginning of the falls, storing the current counter code in the DRAM word, 

exposure cycle by a signal from amp generator 24 indicating Persons of ordinary skill in the art will observe that the 

the start of the ramp. Counter 26 is preferably a Gray code row-select line must be held high during that conversion 

counter so that, if the comparator 22 triggers during a code 25 time, and is pulsed low to read a word, 

transition, the uncertainty (the digital error of the digital Referring now to FIG. 2, a timing diagram illustrates a 

pixel sensor 10) will be limited to only one count. The output first method for operating the digital pixel sensor 10 of FIG. 

lines 28-1 through 28-9 from counter 26 are coupled to the 1. First, a RESET signal is asserted on the gate of MOS 

individual DRAM cells in the digital pixel sensors 10 N-Channel Reset transistor 14 and the XFR signal is 

through tri-state buffers 30-1 through 30-9, respectively. The 30 asserted at the gate of MOS N-Channel Transfer transistor 

output control line 32 of tri-state buffers 30-1 through 30-9 18. The RESET signal is asserted for a period of time long 

is driven by a signal that enables the outputs of tri-state enough to assure that temporary storage capacitor 16 is 

buffers 30-1 through 30-9 during the A/D conversion inter- driven to the Reset potential VR. 

val of the digital storage pixel sensor 10 to couple the During the Reset period, or at any time prior to the end of 

counter outputs to the DRAM cells via column lines 34-1 35 the photointegration period, the ramp generator 24 and the 

through 34-9. The outputs of tri-state buffers 30-1 through counter 26 are also reset to their initial states from ramp/ 

30-9 are disabled during the readout process. counter control unit 44. Next, the image-capture period 

During the readout interval, the outputs of the DRAM begins when the RESET signal is de-asserted as shown in 

cells 20-1 through 20-9 are driven onto column lines 34-1 FIG. 2. At this point, photocharge begins accumulating at the 

through 34-9 and read out of the array via tri-state read 40 cathode of photodiode 12 and, through MOS N-Channel 

amplifiers 36-1 through 36-9, respectively. The output con- Transfer transistor 18, begins to lower the voltage on tem- 

trol line 38 of tri-state read amplifiers 36-1 through 36-9 is porary storage capacitor 16. To end the exposure interval, 

driven by a signal (such as the row-select signal) that XFR is de-asserted, after which ramp/counter control unit 44 

disables the outputs of tri-state read amplifiers 36-1 through causes the ramp generator 24 and counter 26 to sweep out 

36-9 during the A/D conversion interval of the digital 45 the range of voltages and corresponding codes to convert the 

storage pixel sensor 10 and enables the outputs during the stored voltage on capacitor 16 to a stored digital value. The 

readout interval. stored digital values are read out row by row as each 

Counter 26 is clocked at a clock rate matched to the output row-select signal is asserted. Persons of ordinary skill in the 

of ramp generator 24 such that the full count of counter 26 art will readily understand that ramp/counter control unit 44 

occurs at the maximum light exposure level of the digital 50 may easily be configured using conventional logic, 

pixel sensor 10. When the output voltage from ramp gen- Referring now to FIG. 3, a timing diagram illustrates a 

erator 24 is equal to the voltage produced by the accumu- second method for operating the digital storage pixel sensor 

lated photocharge on temporary storage capacitor 16, the 10 of FIG. 1 without the need to employ both the temporary 

output signal from comparator 22 causes DRAM write/read storage capacitor 16 and MOS N-Channel Transfer transistor 

control unit 40 to write the contents of the 9-bit counter 55 18. According to the second method, the alternative is to 

present on column lines 34-1 through 34-9 into the DRAM start the ramp generator 24 and the initial count in counter 

cells in the digital pixel sensor 10. 26 at or near the beginning of the exposure interval. Accord- 

The digital storage pixel sensor 10 of the present inven- ing to this method, the count captured from counter 26 tells 

tion may be read by applying a ROW-SELECT signal to the when the falling photodiode voltage crossed the rising ramp 

read input of DRAM write/read control unit 40. DRAM 60 voltage. The method illustrated in FIG. 3 provides a wide 

write/read control unit 40 drives the common gate line 42 of dynamic range, since the cathode voltage on photodiodes 

DRAM memory cells 20-1 through 20-9 driving the stored capturing light for very intensely exposed pixels fall very 

data onto the column output lines 34-1 through 34-4. As rapidly and can be digitized early, while pixels receiving less 

previously noted, the counter output lines 28-1 through 28-9 light will be digitized later, giving them time to capture more 

are disconnected from the DRAM memory cells 20-1 65 photons. The ramp generator 24 programs the relationship 

through 20-9 during readout by, for example, placing them between time and light, and can be nonlinear as has previ- 

in a high-impedance state as is well known in the art. ously been disclosed herein. The code sequence out of 
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counter 26 can also change non-uniformly in time. All these 
things affect the "opto-electronic conversion function" or 
OECF as it is known in the art. 

Referring now to FIG. 4, a block diagram shows a portion 
of an illustrative digital frame store array 50 including a 3x3 
matrix of digital storage pixel sensors according to the 
present invention. Each digital pixel sensor 52-1 through 
52-9 contains the elements of FIG. 1 enclosed by the dashed 
line 35. As will be appreciated by persons of ordinary skill 
in the art, a common ramp generator 24 and counter 26 (as 
shown in FIG. 1) are used for the entire array. 

The portion of an illustrative digital frame store array 50 
includes a first row containing digital storage pixel sensors 
52-1 through 52-3; a second row containing digital storage 
pixel sensors 52-4 through 52-6; and a third row containing 
digital storage pixel sensors 52-7 through 52-9. The portion 
of an illustrative digital frame store array 50 includes a first 
column containing digital storage pixel sensors 52-1, 52-4, 
and 52-7; a second column containing digital storage pixel 
sensors 52-2, 52-5, and 52-8; and a third column containing 
digital storage pixel sensors 52-3, 52-6, and 52-9. 

As shown in FIG. 4, a common RESET line 54, a common 
XFR line 56, and a common RAMP line 58 are coupled to 
the respective RESET, XFR, and RAMP inputs of all digital 
pixel sensors in the array. First, second, and third ROW 
SELECT lines 60-1, 60-2, and 60-3, respectively, are 
coupled to the ROW SELECT inputs of all digital pixel 
sensors in the first, second, and third rows of the portion of 
the array 50 respectively. 

The 9-bit busses 62-1, 62-2, and 62-3 form the column 
line outputs of the first, second, and third columns of the 
portion of the array 50 respectively. As shown in detail in 
FIG. 1, these busses are paralleled inside of counter 26 so 
that they may all be driven simultaneously with the counter 
output during the image capture process through tri-state 
buffers 30-1 through 30-9 as illustrated in FIG. 1. During 
readout, these 9-bit busses 621, 62-2, and 62-3 are coupled 
to the outputs of the DRAM cells through tri-state read 
amplifiers 36-1 through 36-9 as illustrated in FIG. 1 and 
their logic levels may be read from the array by 
amplification, latching, shifting, or any one of the many 
known data transferring methods known in the digital data 
processing arts. 

In the illustrative embodiment of the present invention 
described in detail herein, each DRAM cell stores a single 
bit; i.e., the counter signal takes on only two discrete levels. 
As is well known in the art, it is also possible to store more 
than one bit in a DRAM cell, for example two bits if the 
counter signals take on four discrete levels. In general, the 
n-bit DRAM word can store at least an n-bit digital signal. 
Embodiments of the present invention that store more than 
n bits in n DRAM cells may be preferred in some cases. 

While embodiments and applications of this invention 
have been shown and described, it would be apparent to 
those skilled in the art that many more modifications than 
mentioned above are possible without departing from the 
inventive concepts herein. The invention, therefore, is not to 
be restricted except in the spirit of the appended claims. 

What is claimed is: 

1. A digital pixel sensor formed on a semiconductor 
substrate comprising: 

a photo transducer responsive to light for providing an 

analog output signal that is a function of an incident 

amount of light; 
a counter that generates an n-bit digital signal; 
a ramp generator that generates a ramp reference signal 

independent of said n-bit digital signal from said 

counter; 
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a comparator configured to compare said analog output 
signal and said ramp reference signal; and 

a plurality of n DRAM cells, said n DRAM cells config- 
ured to store said n-bit digital signal in response to said 
output of said comparator. 

2. The digital pixel sensor of claim 1 wherein said n-bit 
digital signal is related to said ramp reference signal. 

3. The digital pixel sensor of claim 1 wherein said n-bil 
digital signal is a function of said analog output signal. 

4. The digital pixel sensor of claim 1 wherein said n-bit 
digital signal is an n-bit digital signal. 

5. The digital pixel sensor of claim 4 wherein said n-bit 
digital signal is related to said ramp reference signal. 

6. The digital pixel sensor of claim 4 wherein said n-bit 
digital signal is a function of said analog output signal. 

7. A digital pixel sensor formed on a semiconductor 
substrate comprising: 

a photodiode coupled to a capacitive storage element to 

produce an analog output signal; 
a counter that generates an n-bit digital signal; 
a ramp generator that generates a ramp reference signal 

independent of said n-bit digital signal from said 

counter; 

a comparator configured to compare said analog output 
signal and said ramp reference signal; and 

a plurality of DRAM cells responsive to said comparator 
to store a digital value of said n-bit signal from said 
counter that is related to said analog output signal. 

8. The digital pixel sensor of claim 7 further including a 
reset switch coupled to said photodiode and said capacitive 
storage clement. 

9. The digital pixel sensor of claim 7 wherein said reset 
switch is coupled to said capacitive storage element through 
a transfer switch. 

10. The digital pixel sensor of claim 7 wherein said 
comparator is coupled to write control circuitry for said 
plurality of DRAM cells. 

11. A digital pixel sensor formed on a semiconductor 
substrate comprising: 

a capacitive storage element having a first terminal 
coupled to a fixed potential and a second terminal; 

a photodiode having a first terminal coupled to a first 
potential and a second terminal coupled to said second 
terminal of said capacitive storage element; 

a semiconductor reset switch having a first terminal 
coupled to said second terminal of said photodiode and 
a second terminal coupled to a reset potential that 
reverse biases said photodiode; 

a counter that generates an n-bit digital signal; 

a ramp generator that generates a ramp reference signal 
independent of said n-bit digital signal from said 
counter; 

a comparator configured to compare a voltage on said 
capacitive storage element and said ramp reference 
signal; and 

a plurality of DRAM cells responsive to said comparator 
to store a digital value of said n-bit digital signal from 
said comparator related to said voltage on said capaci- 
tive storage element. 

12. The digital pixel sensor of claim 11 further including 
a semiconductor transfer switch interposed between said 
second terminal of said photodiode and said second terminal 
of said capacitive storage element. 

13. A digital imaging array formed on a semiconductor 
substrate comprising: 
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a plurality of row lines; 

a plurality of column busses, each column bus comprising 

n column lines; 
a digital circuit configured to output an n-bit digital 

signal; 5 
a ramp generator that generates a ramp reference signal 

independent of said n-bit digital signal from said digital 

circuit; and 

an array of digital pixel sensors, each digital pixel sensor 10 
associated with one row line and one column bus in 
said array and comprising a phototransducer responsive 
to light for providing an analog output signal that is a 
function of an incident amount of light, a comparator 
configured to compare said analog output signal and 15 
said ramp reference signal, and a plurality of n DRAM 
cells, each of said n DRAM cells coupled to one of said 
n column lines in the column bus associated with its 
pixel sensor and configured to store said n-bit digital 
signal from said digital circuit in response to said 2 o 
output of said comparator. 

14. The imaging array of claim 13 wherein said pho- 
totransducer is a photodiode. 

15. The imaging array of claim 13 wherein said digital 
circuit comprises an n-bit counter synchronized with said 2 s 
ramp generator, 

16. The imaging array of claim 15 wherein said an n-bit 
counter has n output lines selectively coupled to ones of said 
n column lines. 

17. The imaging array of claim 16 further including a 30 
plurality of read amplifiers, each of said read amplifiers 
coupled to a different one of said n column lines from each 

of said column busses in said array. 

18. The imaging array of claim 16 wherein said read 
amplifiers each have outputs that can be selectively switched 35 
between a first high-impedance state and a second state in 
which signals at said outputs are a function of signals at 
inputs thereof. 

19. A digital imaging array formed on a semiconductor 
substrate comprising: 40 

a plurality of row lines; 

a plurality of column busses, each column bus comprising 
n column lines; 



a digital circuit configured to output an at least n-bit 
digital signal; 

a ramp generator that generates a ramp reference signal 
independent of said n-bit digital signal from said digital 
circuit; and 

an array of digital pixel sensors, each digital pixel sensor 
associated with one row line and one column bus in 
said array and comprising a capacitive storage element 
having a first terminal coupled to a fixed potential and 
a second terminal, a photodiode having a first terminal 
coupled to a first potential and a second terminal 
coupled to said second terminal of said capacitive 
storage element, a semiconductor reset switch having a 
first terminal coupled to said second terminal of said 
photodiode and a second terminal coupled to a reset 
potential that reverse biases said photodiode, a com- 
parator configured to compare a voltage on said capaci- 
tive storage element and said ramp reference signal; 
and a plurality of DRAM cells responsive to said 
comparator to store a digital value of said n-bit digital 
signal from said digital circuit that is related to said 
voltage on said capacitive storage element. 

20. The digital imaging array of claim 19 wherein each of 
said digital pixel sensors further includes a semiconductor 
transfer switch interposed between said second terminal of 
said photodiode and said second terminal of said capacative 
storage element. 

21. The imaging array of claim 19 wherein said digital 
circuit comprises an n-bit counter synchronized with said 
ramp generator. 

22. The imaging array of claim 21 wherein said an n-bit 
counter has n output lines selectively coupled to ones of said 
n column lines. 

23. The imaging array of claim 22 further including a 
plurality of read amplifiers, each of said read amplifiers 
coupled to a different one of said n column lines from each 
of said column busses in said array. 

24. The imaging array of claim 23 wherein said read 
amplifiers each have outputs that can be selectively switched 
between a first high-impedance state and a second state in 
which signals at said outputs are a function of signals at 
inputs thereof. 
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